Animals may use plant compounds to defend themselves against parasites. Wood ants, Formica paralugubris, incorporate pieces of solidified conifer resin into their nests. This behaviour inhibits the growth of bacteria and fungi in nest material and protects the ants against some detrimental microorganisms. Here, we studied the resin-collecting behaviour of ants under field and laboratory conditions. First, we focused on an important assumption of the self-medication hypothesis, which is that the animals deliberately choose the active plant material. In field cafeteria tests, the ants indeed showed a strong preference for resin over twigs and stones, which are building materials commonly encountered in their environment. We detected seasonal variation in the choice of ants: the preference for resin over twigs was more pronounced in spring than in summer, whereas in autumn the ants collected twigs and resin at equal rates. Second, we found almost similar seasonal patterns when comparing the collecting rates of pieces of wood that had been impregnated with turpentine (a distillate of oleoresin) and untreated pieces of wood, which reveals that the preference for resin is based on odour cues. Third, we tested whether the collection of resin is prophylactic or therapeutic. We found that the relative collection rate of resin versus stones did not depend on an experimental infection with the entomopathogenic fungus Metarhizium anisopliae in laboratory colonies. Together, these results show that the ants deliberately choose the resin and suggest that resin collection is prophylactic rather than therapeutic.
To fend off the detrimental effects of parasitism, hosts have evolved diverse behavioural defences (Hart 1990) , such as detecting and avoiding parasites (Christe et al. 1994) , removing diseased individuals (Arathi et al. 2006) or grooming (Mooring et al. 2004) . Some animals may also exploit the antipathogenic potential of substances produced by other species either to prevent (prophylactic) or to cure (therapeutic) parasitic infection (Lozano 1998). Such defence mechanisms, that is, defence against parasites by one species using substances produced by another, are usually described as self-medication behaviours (Clayton & Wolfe 1993). There has been considerable debate over what constitutes true adaptive medication (Sapolsky 1994). Clayton & Wolfe (1993) have proposed that three criteria should be fulfilled: (1) the medicinal substance must have a detrimental effect on one or more parasites affecting the host, (2) it must have a positive effect on the host fitness in the presence of parasites and (3) the host must deliberately choose the plant containing the medicinal substance.
Most examples of self-medication concern the exploitation of plant secondary metabolites by vertebrates (Rodriguez & Wrangham 1993) . Plant metabolites display a wide range of biological activities (Cowan 1999) and serve to deter phytophages, microbial predators or parasites (Hadacek 2002) . Although the differentiation between nutritional and medicinal values of food items remains generally problematic (Sapolsky 1994), one of the most convincing examples of animal medication is the ingestion by chimpanzees, Pan troglodytes, of some particular plant species to cure helminth infections (Wrangham 1995; Huffman 2001) .
Incorporating green plants into the nest material may be another way to medicate (Clayton & Wolfe 1993 
